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MY LH AND REALITY IN_TODAY<S IRAN:
‘Politics Amidst Chaos

By John D. Stempel

The taking of‘American hostages in Iran November 4, 1979,
the Soviet invasion of Afghaﬂlqtan Just after Christmas, the-
continuing negotlaLlons over the U, S hosfdgedv and the abortive
rescue attempt in Aprll 980, have overshadowed the intense
dialogue about America“s close 30-yeaf involvement with the Sﬁah
and Iran. The Iranian revolutionaries have tried to Justify
theif extraordinary, illegal detention of diplomats by
emphasizing what tbey conceive to be the U.S. role in the Shah;s
regimeo For the U.S., the Iranian problem hsas becoﬁe part of the
greater strategic'otestlon of America‘s role in the Miodle East.
Our continuing inabill ty to bring the hostage cpxsode to an end
has called 1nLo question not only our Capabllitie° but our
political will. Hence, the danger to our interests in Iran is

visible and specific rather than remote and symbolic as in

Afghanistan.
| The acrimony accompahying Ayatollah. Khomeini“s rise to power
in February 1979 produced a number of»myths énd misunderstandings
about what really happened in Iran. If some of the beliefs that
Qndergirded U.S. policy Qere not always fully accurate, views
advanced by those who challenged that policy contained incofrect-
perceptions as well, In fact, many of the false hopes

surrounding the hostage negotiations developed out of the
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misperceptions vhich have consistehtly warped American and
European understanding of the political.confrontation in the
months following Khomeini’s revolution between secular and
religious forces. Anaiyzing'some of-thesé myths éan give clues
as to how the drama in Iran will be playéd out. |

Myth I is that Khomeini’s Islamic movement was destined to
be victorious regardless of'events because of popuiar_opposition
to the Shah. .In fact, it was not .even clear to the ‘ |
revolutionaries themselves thét they would win until very late in 
the game. Most_of the blame for the successful establishhentvof
the fevolutionary movement can be laid to the Shah~“s faiiure to
understand the evolution of.Iranian social forcés_and to téke
decisiveg_leadér~like action to biock the oppositiénists or
divert them into more cooperative endeavors, Hany U.S. and
European scholars had been warning of potential trcocuble for some
time. Iran’s political development had clearly lagged behind
economic change, particularly after the supercharged growth spurt
of 1973-76. The Shah himself begaen the iiberalization process in
'!977,.bui.he dia not really understand the political implications;
of thét development toward dissolving support for the monarchyo
He had no conception bf what form liberalization ultimately would
;akev nor what thréats to the monarchy would actually emerge.
Meanwhile, the various revolutionary forces were uniting behind
Khomeini as a charismatic figure. In 1977, they intensified a
serious propaganda campaigh directed at foreign countries as Qell

as Iranians at home.
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The Iranian "establishment,” believinq that the Shsh’s power
waé solid, did little to defend itself and remained smbivalent
about defending the Shah’s regime until it was too late. Most
had grievances of some sortj even the elites who had most to.géin
were dissatisfied. Many other middle-class Iranians committed to
the Shah”’s goals of modernization had begun to see»their leader’s
governmental structure.aswa.hinderance to thelr hopes because of
substantial and growing corruption. Few outside Khomeini;s
immediate circle favored theocratic government:i virtually none of
his secular allies expzcted it to evolve as it has. |
Nevertheless, "Public opinion“lwithin Iran did not begin fo turn
solidily against the Shah -until it became spparent in the fall of
1973 that there would be no firm, sharp Iranian qo?ernment
reaction to the expanded Qiolence and unrest which was tfiggered
by the killings at Tehran’s Jaleh Square, September ©, 1979,
Subseauent reqidnal separatism and other anti~revoiutioﬁary
activity have shown that Khomeini’s hold on Iran is far from
secure. The ﬁaking of the U.S. Embassy hostages, while
ostensibly strengthening Khomeini“s hold on power has, in: fact,
breathed new life into the leftist challenge. The militants,

many of whom are radical.leftists, have succeedéd in gaining

et e mra [—— ot
S

their way“even agaihstmkhomeini's own Revolutionary Council.
#thether Khcmeini has supported them hecause he believes in thelir
uncompromising position or whether he does not possess the.power

to challenge them makes little difference.
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This leadsvto ¥yth 112 The Shah’s authoritarian rule forced
his people to oppose him and drove them to revolution. The
reality was far different——the Shah emerged as a man who could
not make up his mind whether.to compromise (i»e.; allow the
opposition a meaningful role in politics) or to repress the
-opposition completely. Mohammed Reza Pahiavi and others tried to
work oﬁt a deal with the revolﬁtionary forces throughout the
spring of 1978, but went about it in an awkward fashion,
unwilling to offer any real participation in government,‘ The
Shah’s earlier efforts from !975~77 to create a single politicalv
party in support of the government foundered at the end df 1977
for preciéely the same reason.

On the other handa Iran’s leader was not willing to use firm
military force against the revolution—in shor:’cv he.refused to
fulfill Iranian and foreign expectations of strong, authoritarian
leadershlp in the Perslan tradition. He had effectively
dissolved SAVAK by late August 1973 and kept the armed forces
under very restrictive firing orders after martial law was . s
imposed in_Septemberv1978. Matters camé>to a head on November 5
when Tehran suffered unprecedented violence and the Shah
installed a miliﬁary government headed by General Azhari. This
was not a true military government: at least half of the civilian
cabinet members remained in place, and the armed forces were
still under very restrictive control. There was no real effor£

by the governnent to root out and destroy the revollutionary

organization. It continued to flourish as the Shah”’s position

5 _ .
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became.more unténable, and thus the revolutionaries” strenagth
continued to grow,

| The military became.disheartened as public support
disappeared and the armed forces were left holding the bag as the -
oniy structure of power still loyal to the Shah. The Shah could
organize no civilian political foundation in the months of
November-December 19789 and left thé'country January 16, 1979,
.Aching to confront the revolutionaries fofcefully9 the armed
forces were Lept in check until they. disintegrated f011041nq the
February 9, l@@ﬁ'attacv by the revolutionaries on Doshen Tappeh
alr base. Revlewing events, one is struck by the image of
executive weakness and Indecisiveness which unfolded. .Perﬁaps
the most intriguing suggestion made to date, and echoed by the
Shah himself, has been the imputation of disloyalty by armed
forces Chief of Staff General Abbas Gharabaghi and by the Shah“s

own Chief Imperial Inspector, General Hossein Fardust. Both are

reported to have gone over to thz revolutionaries; Fardust is (:
S no A

believed to be heading SAVRAN, the new security organization

~. I

‘Created by the revolutionary government to succeed SAVAK. B
Myth III concerns the U.S. role in Iran’s revolutionary |
events, Many, including some former Iranian officials, believe
the U.S. actually backed the Khomeini movement because it was
displeased with the Shah or (mbderate variant) that the American
administration’s human rights policy undercut the Shah and caused

the collapse of the monarchy.
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At the root of this is the feeling that either the U.S. felt
the Shah was becoming “too big for his britches® asfter 1973, or
alternately, the U.S. sought an Islamic cordon sanitajire south of
the Soviet Union made up of Afghanistan, Pakistan aﬁd perhaps
Iran. .Despite many obvious reasons why this theofy'is
ridiculous, it has enjoyed popularity in some quartqrso’

The most important reason why the U.S. would not support the
movement Khomeini represented is lack of motive and capability.
why would the U.S. deilberabely forfeit qatlsfdctory to eycellen£
relations with a government that had been helpful in many way5*~'.
prétecting the Persian Gulf, selling oil to Israel-—to several
American presidents? .Given the‘pgstwlaterqate constralnto on
U.S. activity overseas, plus a solid public disinclination to get
inyol?ed abroad, it is nonsense to suggest that the U.S. would
embark on a policy of selectively destabilizing a key ally in a
volatile region for essentially vague and uncertain political
goals. Those who believe this are hypnotized by past U.S.

involvement in Iran which both the Shah and the U.S. government,

each for their own separate reasons, tended to portray as more

significant than it really was.

The moderate variant--U.S. human rights policies

.destabillzed Iran’s monarcny——contalns only a graln more truth.

Some opposition leaders took heart from the Carter
administration’s emphasis on human rights, but these were the

same revolutionaries castigating U.S. involvement with the Shah

and the large (45,000) U.S. presence in Iran while picturing

. 7 _
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America as stanaing solidly behind the regime*s excesses;
Ironically, especially in view of Iran’s poor humsn rights. record
“since the Khomeini takeover, the Iranian government in this
period (1977-78) was reSponding to criticisms oftits human rights
record and- to suggestion5~privately expressed by the U.S. and
others. There never. was, however, any hard policy linkage
between human rights measures and other issues. Secretary of
State Vance specifically diSavowed this in the case of Weapons
purchases after the 1977 CENTO meeting in Tehran.

The Shah’s perceptions of uncertainty about U.S. reaction tQ 
forceful measUres against revolutionaries may have inhibited -
'Iranian governmgnt activities. AIt is from this perspective that
former Iranian‘governﬁent officials will undoubtedly criticize
U.S. human rights policies toward Iran. T[he b;ld fact remainss
.Iranian'government officials, both civilian and military, never
were pressured by official U.S. actions or threats, Ultimately,
the responsibility for acting or not acting belongs with those
Iranians, and‘especially the Shah, who held power. They cannot
excuse their own uncertainties by insisting that *the Americans
undercut us.t

Myth IV involves another criticism of U.S. policy: The U.S.
did not know what was gcing on in Iran bescause it was not in
touch with the opposition and completely misunderstood the.nature
of the Iranian revolution. In fact, the U.S. was considerably N
better informed about the nature of this revolution from 1977

until mid-1979 than any other .country represented in Tehran.
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This was true even though it is common knowledge thal world-wide
| U.S5. embassy resources for foreign political and economic

reporting have been substantially reduced over the past 10-12

years. Despite suspicions of U.S. intentions, U.S. reporting.
officers were able to deal with virtually ail opposition groups
of any significance except'thevMarxist~oriented Fedayeen, who
turned down more than one overture.
Why wasn’t such information translated inioAZO/ZOﬂforesight2
§ Senior levels of the U;S..government.wére concerned with other
things ffhe-unfolding Camp David talks between Egypt and Israél;
for examplel), and standard.difficulties of ambiguity in
prediction and analysis were intensified by three particular
factors in the lranian case. These considerations distinctly
increased organizational misunderstanding of lran’s problems at
both top and middle levels of the goveranment‘s policy
decisionmaking brocess; Some of them continue today.
First was the question of unclear information in very fluid
circumstances. From.January»September 1978 events were more

A

confused that the U.S. governmen’s critics have claimed. It was

by no means obvious that the Shah or others in Iran acting in his
name would neither bring off‘a meaningful compromise with
religidhs ieaders or opposition politiciasns nor be'agle to
suppress the revolution by force. U.S. mission reporting made
this ambiguity clear. Multiple interpretétions were easily
possible. Under thesé circumnstances, as students of

policy/decision making have noted, "groupthink” and other

9
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pressures on objective assessment énd action came into play wore
than usual,

The second factor was (and still is) .a conceptual one,
Neither Awerican reporting officers nor analysts nor academic
students of Persian and Middle Eastern politics fuily udderstood
the explosive potential'of religion as a'politicailweapon, A
review of the published literature on Iran for the past 18 maonths
reveals a perceptual gap in this regard pervasive enbugh'to
suggest‘basic deficiencies in the way American social SCience-is
equipped to deal with the political impact of religious movements
and emotions. Some.authors“were more prescieht than others, but.
no one has yet come ub with a comprehensive framework for
handling overriding religiocus considerations in politics.

The final factor clouding perceptions is the mature of the
evénts themselves¢ Perhaps the most remarkable feature of the
unfolding Iranian revolution is the lack of any single occurence
explicitly heralding major change in Iran. Of course there.wefe

. dwportant 1978 benchmarks—the January Qom riots, the February

'

Tabriz riots, the August burning of the Abidan movie house,
September’s Jaleh Square riot and subsequent shootings, the
burning of substantial parts of Tehran in November and the mass
marches of December., Each, in and of itself, was nol enough to
penetrate the threshold of attention of high level.
policy/decision makers, for whom time is at a premium.  Those
closer to the scenebforesaw the danger earlier. Warnings from

both embassy and media circles were not sufficient to call forth
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a wmajor governmental reanalysis such as that involved in Trunan‘s
1950 decision to_commit U.S. forces to Korea or President
Kennedy’s 1962 decision tc confront the U.5.5.R. over its
placement of offensive missiles in Cuba. Substaﬁtial additional
resources and high 1evel attentlon were not focused on Iran until
the end of . 1978, After that full pollcy review, it was almost
too late for any action other than post—hoc adjusiment, The
baggage of our historical connaction with. Iran evxdently welghed
heavily, especially as the whole question of the U.S. presence in
Iran took oh a major anti-Shah cast. Perhaps the u.s.
government’s willingness to "walk thevextra mile® in restraint
during the hostage crisis stemsvin part from this as well as Myth
V.

Myth V is the belief that the U.S. could Eomehow normalize

ties with the Khomeini revolution after February 1979. In short,

the U.5. and Iran could *"do a deal." Not even the insulting
Iranian responses to U.S. efforts to_free the hostages have fully

destroyed this myth, which developed by bonfusing a basic U.S.

.

desire to retaln access to Iranlan oil and preVent Soviet
encroachment in Iran with some w1shful.thinking about the nature
of the post-revolutionary Iranian governing elites, Having had
some contact with .the more moderate elements of the secular side
of the revoluticn, and desiring to minimize the difficuity in
reestablishing relations, the U.S. underestimated the dégree to
which the fundamentalist religious and Arab radical elements of

the revolutionary leadership hate and suspect the U.S. more .than

1
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fhey fear the Soviet Union. Perhaps the best recent evidence of
this perceptual difficulty is that Anerican newsmen continue to
refer to President Bani-Sédr as a "moderate'. He is nothing of
the sorts he is a radical who happens to believe that release of
the American hostages 1s a prerequisite for reshaping Iran into
an-”Islamié socialisﬁ” society rooting out all vestiges of U.S.
influence. |

By moving-towafd avpolicy of accommodation in mid—?Q; befofe
the revolutionary moderates_had consolidated their power, the
U.S5. revived suspicions that it was more interested in |
overthrowing Iran’s revolutlon than cooperating with 1t. When
the Shah was admitted.to the U.S. for.medical treatéent, Iran’s
leftists and radicals ponclﬁded that this was not a humanitarian
act but the beginning of a reactionary plot; The Bazargan
goveyrnment, weak since its inception, was powerless to pfevent
the left and the Moslem radicals from moving in on the American
Embassy. Iran‘s religious forces had b2zn gradually undercutting
leftist influence until that time. Seizing the U.S. Embassy gave
tﬁe-leftbnew prestige and position which Bani-Sadr or any future ¢
Iranian leader.must diminish. .Horeover, the divisions among the
militants at the embassy as well as the internal struggle between‘
Bani~Sadr and the Islaﬁic Republican Party, reflected most»
recently in the parliamentary .elections, suggest the hostages are
and will femain mafkers in Iranian politics. Ayatollah Beheshti, \\
A moderate on the hostage issue until Bani—Sadr’s election as %ﬂéi@

president, Is now firmly against giving the hostages back before

12
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the Iranian parliaement has a chance to decide their Ffate.
Khomeini/s repeated insistence that only parlisment can.deéide
the fate of the hbstages is a formula for confinued demands on
the U.S5. and further delay over the hostagevqueétionQ not a
suggestion. for resolving the crisis.

The analy51s that flows from these five mLSbOﬂCeleOﬂS must
be corrected. The hostage Epiqode and the Soviel invasion of
Afghanistan pose substantial problems involving Iran for u.Ss.
policy makers. Publlc reaction to the seizure of the. hostegus
will Undoubtedly all for addltlonal penalties dgainst Iran after
the.hostages are returned. On the other hand, SLrateglc
.considerations .suggest leaving open the possibllity of eVO]Vqu g
reldtlonshlp with whdteverAgovernment eventually emerges. This
does not proclude options involving the use of force against lran
to resolve thb hostage crisis. Indeed, modest military action
may be required to reestablish minimum levels of U.S. credibility
in the area. Should Iran collapse into chaos from within--a

likely outcome—-then standby forces might be helpful for rescuing

X3

.U,Sa hostages, or retrieving them from groups into whose hands
they fall. Given the hostile dynamics of IranianApolitiéal
maneuvering over the hostages, there will be no hope of a
gegotiated sclution that wpuld preserve any'element of respect
for the U.S. in Iran or elsewhere. Fhere-should be no question

of any kind of direct diplomatic ties until the hostages are no

longer captives.
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The U.S. has accepted the fact of Iran‘s revolution and

" probably will deal with it in the interests of higher U.S.
strategic goals. The Shah’s move to FEgypt, despite his feiling
Bealthv has triggered renewed paranoia among Iran”s ru%ers about
U.5. efforts to overthrow the‘revolution and restore the Shah.
Iran’s revélutionary circles have never accepted either U.S,
willingness to deal with the revolution—--their hostility runs too
deep—or American proteétations that it is not.trying to undo the-
Ayatollah. Even earlier, President Bani-Sadr himself said the
Soviet threat should not be an excuse to allow the U.S. to gain a
new foothold in Iran. The day before the Shah’s move to Egypt, |
Iranian Defense Minister Mustafa Chemran announced Confidehtly
that Iran expected the U.S. to counter any Soviet attack on Iran.
Most revolutionaries probably see no fnconsistgncy between Bani-
Sadr’s statement and fhe hélding of hostages on one hand, and-,‘
Chamran’s remarks on the other,

In view of the contradictions in Iranian thinking and the
dynamics of hostility that indicate no negotiated solution to the
‘crisis is possible, some basic truths suggest themselvess The
U.5. should be much more reserved in its dealings with Iran’s
present government. Bscause of our attachment to the prospect of
a deal, we have given Iran signals of weakness and
unintentionally Undecht the moderates while the radicals have:
been able to argue that the U.S5. will do nothing. Assuming a
post-hostage period evenfually arrives, there is no reason for an

officlal American presence In Iran. The interests of both

14
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countries can be adegquately met in.other ways. Our European

‘ allies can best represent the West in Iran for the forseeable
future. The withdrawal of all U.S. officlal personnel would
eiiminate a major source of suspicion and fear among anti-western
Iranians and remove from Iranian internal politics one of the few
issues which unites extreme right and extreme left. Our ultimate
deterrent posture Mii;a:ziﬁ the So?iet Union would not be
affected. |

Regardless of the outcome of the hostage-crisié,'lran faces

substantial continued internal turmoil as it struggles with
competing value systems. There is little the U.S. can or should
do for the present. The Iranian government must Still'qet.itself
organized. In the current circumstances U.S. ihtéfests are best
served by a walt-and-see attitude. Iranians will undoubtedly
resume trading with U.S. if they see it in thelr interest to do
so. In terms of deterring violations of diplomatic rigbts, Iran
should probably be punished in some way if the,present government
remains in poﬁer but the U.,S, should not organize a vendetta to

"

continue Iran’s isolation from the community of nations once the

hostages havé beeﬁ released. Long-tzrm, Americén interests will
ﬁg best protected by not bffering an obvious target for scapegbat
gtatus° . This would only Ser#e to advance the interests of those
within Iran less committed to Persian indépendence within the

broader strategic equation involving the Soviet Union.
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Notes on Tomorrow's Iran

1. The government will gradually loose itg grip and chaos is the
most limkely outcome.

2. There is little we can do about the hostages other than to keep
discreet pressure on Iran, and hope that random groups, such as the trh
tribes, can perhaps liberate groups of hostages when tiwes are ripe.

3. The GOI will not be disposed to negotiate if we are +too forthcoming,
and will not be forthcoming at all unless they believe we are mxmixy
taking action of some kind. The failure of the rescue attempt appears to
“have convinced sodme of the religious groups that we mean to do somathing
If conditions devedop so that they feel the hostages are a 1iabilit§5x1
rather than an asset, they might work something out. A stand~off :
posture, however, is better for us right now to induce this belief.

5.In the longer term, we really have to beging to check out the

exile possibilities. My sources indicate that the exiles may be,

or have already, getting together in Paris ox Geneva. Perhaps

this is not really a = State function, but we ought to have an input.

6. The dynamics of the situation are likely to revolve around how

we handle a collapsing internal situation. Tf State is to truly take
the lead in overall pasiw policy formulation, we have at least got to
have some represenation on the military contingency prlanning side.

or example, If Iran mus collapses in civil war, it may be possible to
use special forces or the 1800-man Marian detatchment to secure come
of our hosta%ges. ‘
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